categorical human hierarchy is a primary component of western societies. the observation, subjugation, and storytelling of the body and flesh produce a system of definitions and names that are integral to how we define the human. in Demonic Grounds, Katherine
McKittrick writes " [...] it is not a natural system, but rather a working system that manages the social world" 1 where "these hierarchies are naturalized by repetitively spatializing 'difference.'" 2 through this system, we rationalize the world and place stereotyped and caste imaginations on the ways a body should comport itself based on its position in the hierarchy. this is a violent process, one that racializes and genders us all, yet remains particularly invested in the regulation of Black women, the very people who stand at the intersections of these processes.
surveillance reinforces and regulates white imagined visual logic about Black women's bodies. said bodies have been mapped onto specific images, such as "stereotypical mammies, matriarchs, welfare recipients, and hot mamas" as a way to "justify [their] oppression." 3 Black women's bodies are always already visible through what McKittrick calls a "bodily code" that "means her place and body are seen to be, and understood as naturally subordinate to whiteness and masculinity." 4 this process results in a visual essentialism, allowing only a limited few understandings of Black women and their ways of being.
this project examines the ways Black women in film subvert or refuse controlling images through a practice of bodysecrecy. defined by M. NourbeSe Philip as the mechanism that codes the body as knowable, bodymemory 5 is the tool by which "the Black body is seen and inscribed the film begins with footage of Gerima and his film crew being harassed by police officers whilst filming the movie. in the middle of a Los Angeles street, police search the camera crew, pushing them up against police cars, moving equipment around, and interrogating the Black filmmakers. the footage of the encounter is shot from above, presumably from a building window or traffic camera. the view we get of the interaction is a metaphor for the watchful eye of the state, both on the ground (police in cars) and from above (some camera in the distance).
though there is no dialogue or plot-driven interaction, Gerima includes this footage in the final cut of the film in order to demonstrate how easy it is for the state to insert itself into Black life; even, ironically, while telling stories about state violence in Black life. in her work, Dark
Matters: On the Surveillance of Blackness, Simone Browne writes "Oscar Gandy's 'panoptic sort' names the process by which the collection of data on and about individuals and groups as 'citizens, employees and consumers' is used to identify, classify, assess, sort, or otherwise 'control their access to the goods and services that define life in the modern capitalist society.'" 24 24 Browne, 16. this explains Gerima's use of non diegetic readings of welfare questionnaires during this first scene, and later throughout the film.
the film follows Dorothy, who is required to navigate welfare systems while her husband TC is in prison for a murder he didn't commit. throughout the film, we see Dorothy inundated with questions and demands from welfare services and her community. not only does Dorothy have a daughter, but she is also pregnant with TC's child, whom the welfare office tries to convince her to abort. the ever presence of the state in Dorothy's life is represented throughout the film, most notably in the forms of audio recordings of welfare survey questions and nondiegetic sounds of people heckling Dorothy.
as the film progresses, TC becomes radicalized while in prison, reading Black nationalist literature and writing to Dorothy about them. she brings his thoughts and messages to her friends in an attempt to unpack the oppressive systems (i.e. the white supremacy, police, slavery, and prisons) that TC talks about. her friends, family, and community dismiss Black radicalism, claiming that white people and whiteness have never caused them ill; and that even though they can recognize the state has taken so much from them -be it their privacy, their jobs, or their loved ones -that radicalizing is useless. despite this, Dorothy continues to have TC's letters read to her. at the same time, her friends daughter whom she watches is learning about the Black rebellion and acts as a liaison to Dorothy about the youth and Black radical movements that Dorothy can't necessarily access without risking welfare access or community criticism.
violence is a key theme throughout the film, pertaining to state sanctioned violence of police and prison guards, but also in the evolution of Dorothy's character. it is state sanctioned police violence that starts the film, with the apprehension and harassment of Gerima himself.
violence manifests in a number of scenes throughout: outside the welfare office where a Black man is shot dead by police, in the post traumatic stress that plagues TC after his stint in the and transitioning to operating within civil society through social services, signal surveillance, etc. 26 as Dorothy's consciousness grows, so does her inclination towards violence. she imagines herself reacting violently to welfare workers -slapping them across the face -and at the end of the film commits an act of violence to protect her child who is being raped by a police officer. as a result of her violence, Dorothy is arrested and beaten to the loss of her unborn child, alluding to the state's ability to control Black life overtly or inadvertently.
scene the earliest interaction between Dorothy and social services occurs seven minutes into the film after a mentally ill Black man is shot and killed by the police outside the welfare office. the scene follows Dorothy and a welfare worker down a small hallway, the worker is asking her questions about her daughter, Luan; and gives her advice that she should have an abortion of the child she is pregnant with now, seeing that her husband is in prison.
as Dorothy and the welfare office worker walk down the hall, Dorothy says nothing. the worker speaks at her with little response from Dorothy. the welfare agent recommends Dorothy get an abortion due to the fact that there is no man in the house since TC's arrest, and having a baby would jeopardize her welfare qualifications, making her look like a jezebel 27 with no ability to care for her children (the assumption being that she is pregnant with another man's child).
here. we should invoke Patricia Hill Collins's work around the controlling images of black women in the white imaginary. the warning the welfare worker tries to give is one that says that while Dorothy may be carrying TC's child, no one will believe it; thus she will appear promiscuous and unfit to mother. the jezebel image defined by Hill Collins is used here, demonizing a Black woman for the non-normative state of her family, painting her as deviant and undeserving of the services she seeks. Dorothy's reaction to these assertions is monotonous.
she remains silent at the suggestion of an abortion, and internalizes the pain it might cause her.
nowhere in this scene does she resist the state's hand reaching into her life, her choice, her womb.
the scene cuts to a white room where Dorothy is sitting in a circle with other Black people who are yelling obscenities and accusations at her. they call her stupid, a drunk, and a moocher; all with the pretense that she is unfit to be a mother, and is trying to take advantage of the state. there are Black men and Black women involved in the berating of Dorothy. she begins to cry as they continue to yell at her and further, they make fun of her as she cries and TC appears to console her.
the peers who take to ridiculing and embarrassing Dorothy immediately after the scene in the welfare office take up the same work, reinforcing the image of the unfit and pathological Black mother. Black men and women stand around berating Dorothy with unfounded claims that she is a drunk, a poor mother, and a leech on the welfare system. these folks represent the pervasive nature of the controlling images of Black women that police and accuse them of being valueless and forcing them into subjugation by the white supremacist patriarchal state. these controlling images allow the US to market Black women's bodies as static beings in need of control. 28 this need to control Black women makes itself manifest in "state agencies' use of demographic information to identify 'concentrations' of ethnically defined populations in order to target surveillance resources and to identify kinship networks can be utilized for the purposes of political policing." 29 these folks who may be kin to Dorothy in another context are used to reify and reinforce the narrative of the white patriarchal imaginary that forces Dorothy to cower in tears before TC appears to console her. the fact that the voices continue even after she is moved to tears is representative of the persistent violence and subjection to ridicule that Black mothers face within and without their communities, through state and community surveillance.
the scene dies out with a nondiegetic reading of a letter from TC that explains his drinking habits acquired in Vietnam, and begins to lay a foundation for understanding TC and Dorothy's story and situation. TC says that when he came back from the war, he didn't "qualify"
for the housing and job benefits granted white soldiers and veterans upon their return. he had expected to be welcomed home with an air of heroism, but he was unable to gain employment Dorothy denies drinking, but does not seem particularly invested in anything the officer is saying, leading the officer to shout in attempt to get her point across.
again, the officer suggests Dorothy get an abortion, and writes down the name and address of the doctor she wants her to see. while she sits down to write the information, an alternate scene plays out where Dorothy stands up, picks up the empty liquor bottle, and smashes it on the officers head repeatedly. the "reality" of the scene resumes and Dorothy takes the recommendation scrawled out by the officer. Dorothy gets up to walk the officer to the apartment door and let her out. once the officer is out the door, Dorothy's daughter, Luan, runs into the room crying. Dorothy comforts her, telling her it will be okay, with no uncertainty in her voice.
the poster on the wall is of an African mother, holding a gun in one arm and her baby in the other.
this scene prefaces and initiates a manifestation of violence exhibited by Dorothy. this is the first time we see the state penetrate the home, and make demands of Dorothy that she has no intention of filling. the positioning of the two women in this scene is vital to its representation.
Dorothy is sat, slumped, on the couch while the officer stands above her, attempting to domineer. motherhood -whether to abort her child or bring into the world without the means to protect itshe does not give up the effort to console her crying child, telling her that things will be okay.
this scene forms a sort of "next step" in the mission of the state to embed itself in Dorothy's life and remove her agency. in the first scene, Dorothy is on their terf so to speak -in the welfare office. in this scene, a transition happens and we see it take a toll on Dorothy in a way that pushes her to imagine a violent reactionary reality. if we view these scenes as a ladder, with the latitudinal pieces being state surveillance, and the horizontal steps being Dorothy's consciousness, we see an incline in both at the same time. the final scene exhibits the state's final and most intimate step into Dorothy's life, as well as the height of her fury in response and in refusal.
scene 3 -Dorothy's reckoning (1:32:59 -01:37:12) the final scene of the film depicts Dorothy walking in on her daughter Luan being raped by a police officer. the officer had been patrolling (surveying) their neighborhood and watching Luan outside of her apartment building, assessing whether or not she was alone. he takes her to the apartment where she is asked to prove she lives, and begins to rape her, handcuffed to the bed. mid-act, Dorothy arrives and reacts by leaping on top of the officer, and beating him to death with what an indiscernible object (appears to be a crowbar or a curtain track). the scene is spliced together with another of her in a holding cell, being questioned and then beaten by police officers for her crime. themes of violence are revisited from earlier in the film. ultimately, as she murders the rapist police officer, the police officers who arrest her beat her unborn baby to death inside of her. the pinnacle of events is sparked by the police officer operating as a tool of surveillance in the neighborhood, and then penetrating the home (as well as Luan). here we see a sort of "final stage" of state infiltration, as well as a "final stage" of action for Dorothy.
as the action dies down and Dorothy slides around in her and her baby's blood in a jail cell, non diegetic audio of her speaking begins. the film ends in a monologue from her to TC. she speaks about the ways the world has birthed her into a position, not of her own fault or making.
she realizes and states that she has been caste to play a very particular role in society, one that she resents and no longer plans to play. "I been blaming myself all this time, because things ain't right. I thought I was born to be poor, pushed around and stepped on. I don't want Luan thinkin like that. I can see now our problem was a place I was born into." 34 this line highlights Dorothy's come to consciousness around what it means to live a prescribed life. this is the moment in which she acts on her impulse, rather than stifling them (re: scene 2) or remaining silent (re: scene 1).
she asks TC to continue to write to her, teach her what he's learning, in a way she can read and pass on to Luan.
this final scene rounds out Gerima's nonlinear narrative of Dorothy and her awakening.
throughout the film we are thrown back and forth in time, overwhelmed at times with content and pervasive sound. at times, you feel lost in the film; having almost as little footing as Dorothy has throughout. though there are times she imagines responding genuinely to the state forcing itself on her, she is always acutely aware that retaliation is not strategic. it is only when the violence reaches her daughter that she is able to let herself act on feeling. because of this, the final scene brings the plot together in a fit of rage and passion and what I would call Black feminist refusal. in many ways, Dorothy's decision to attack her daughter's rapist was both instinctual and premeditated. as her political consciousness grows throughout the film, so does her inclination and curiosity around resistance and violence. she was enamored with the poster of the African mother, protecting her baby with a gun, so much so that she glares at it for minutes, the mother's eyes following her throughout her home. Dorothy ends the final scene underneath the poster, her wig off, her child, however momentarily, protected.
Dorothy acknowledges the world that has brought her to this moment, accepts that she has always been fated for this. in many ways, the film Bush Mama is a reckoning; a cultural and political awakening of a Black mother come to understand her role in society, and then refuse it.
she does not accept docility, nor the titles given to her by welfare officers or even friends and family. for a moment, she claims her child and asserts herself in the world even where she sees consequence. the last line she speaks in the film is "the wig is off my head," 35 or in other words "I am here and awake." twenty minutes into the film, we enter Roop's apartment. in an effort to comfort a tired and nervous Claudine, Roop brings her to his home to bathe and get dressed before their first date. Roop draws her a bath and attempts to undress her before she scolds him and sends him away. while in the bathtub, Claudine falls asleep and Roop wakes her, after watching her sleep a few seconds first. when Claudine wakes, she is startled and attempts to cover herself and avert
Roop's gaze. Roop remains persistent in his attention to her body, and suggests that rather than go out to dinner, they should order fried chicken and dine in his apartment. Claudine, slightly embarrassed, agrees; yet once Roop leaves the bathroom, Claudine leans back in the tub with a concerned and rattled expresion. the scene transitions to Roop's living room, where he has set a as Claudine sits down to eat in a pink robe, Roop begins probing her with questions regarding her age and her children. Claudine snaps at Roop, acting a part that she typically associates with social workers and the welfare questionnaires. Claudine gets up and attempts to gather her things to leave, telling Roop he has no business asking her questions and expecting answers. Roop cowers at her ferocity and she begins to lob questions right back at him, about his loneliness, his children whom he never sees, and his past marriages. they both drink to their stereotypes of the absent Black father and the single Black mother. as this happens, Claudine and Roop are shifting from one end of the table to the other, and back and forth until Roop concedes, turns his charm back on, and Claudine is able to relax once more. the scene cuts to them in bed together.
Roop's persistence with Claudine is evident from the time they first engage on screen. his charm intrigues her and after slight resistance to him, she allows him to advance with careful consideration of all consequences. Claudine says throughout the film that she can never stop thinking -about her children, about the social worker, about Roop, about the future. every move she makes with Roop, from the very beginning, is calculated and only after evaluating the situation thoroughly does she make a decision about him. in his home for the first time, she appears uneasy, expecting him to make advances quicker than she would like. she is proven correct when Roop attempts to undress her in the bathroom. when he leaves her alone in the bath, she is relieved and relaxed enough to fall asleep. Claudine is tired -she says this outright later in the film -but doesn't want anyone to know. when she is able to be alone in a warm bath and undisturbed by one of her six children, she is able to rest; something she cannot even do later on appliances -an iron, a hot pot, a toaster -and replacing them with lesser quality versions. they also race to the living room to roll up the rug and hide it behind the window curtains. the preparation for Miss Kabak is well-rehearsed and everyone in the home knows what to do.
when Miss Kabak knocks on the apartment door, Charlene half opens it and announces to her mother that the social worker is there. Claudine stands behind the couch, responding with "well, don't just stand there. let her in" in an exaggerated manner so that Miss Kabak hears.
when Miss Kabak enters the apartment, the children are arranged in the living room so that they appear as if they were waiting for her. she greets the children and Claudine and Charles leaves, ignoring her. Miss Kabak asks Claudine if she has been working (which she has) and Claudine refutes, saying she has not. as Miss Kabak persists on the topic of work, Claudine takes Miss
Kabak through the small hallway and into the kitchen.
Miss Kabak begins to inquire about whether or not Claudine is seeing a man. according to her, a neighbor has reported seeing Roop coming and leaving the apartment complex. what happens when Black women recognize the powers that force them to perform an image.
Claudine's work to dodge questions is an example of dissemblance of refusal. she does not disclose information that is not pertinent to her survival, yet still performs for the social worker as a broke Black mother in need, enough so to maintain her assistance.
the first scene between Miss Kabak and Claudine is almost less important than the ways Claudine and her children interpret Miss Kabak's presence in their life. we learn from them the role the government plays in their life -a necessary evil. Claudine's ability to subvert Miss Kabak's questions and eye is a testament to the dissemblance developed over time and through practice. this is a tool she passes on to her children, which guides us to our final film analysis between Claudine and her oldest son, Charles.
scene 3 -Charles vs. after discovering Roop's disappearance, Claudine is devastated. sitting on the stoop of their apartment, Claudine smokes a cigarette and drinks one of the beers featured in the first scene with Miss Kabak. Charles approaches her and begins chastising her for her failed relationship with Roop. Charles verbally attacks Claudine, blaming her for the failures of his siblings, for their position in poverty. Charles barks at his mother that she should have killed them before they had to grow up in an oppressive world. Claudine fights back, attempting to instill in him the understanding that she does everything she can to keep them alive.
previously in the film, Claudine had found Charles organizing with Black radicals who were planning direct actions against the city police and government. in their organizing space, Claudine begs Charles to leave and come home, knowing that the work he is doing will surely lead him to either prison or death. Charles barks at his mother, that he would rather die than have to hid the way she does from the state -referencing the performance she must engage in for welfare. Charles believes his mother to be a coward in the face of the state.
Claudine asserts that she is scared and she is tired, and that Charles ought to be scared too. where he insists that "frightened people can't change anything," she challenges that "if you ain't scared, you ain't got no need for guts." 46 she says "I'm scared all the time, but I do my job."
Charles has no way to refute this, he simply asks her her next move and she answers that she's just going to keep on doing what she needs to do.
this scene between Charles and Claudine can be explained in many ways by Hortense
Spillers' analysis of the controlling narrative that "the African-american female's 'dominance'
and 'strength' come to be interpreted by later generations -both white and black, oddly enoughas a pathology, as an instrument of castration." 47 Charles feels as though his mother's actions and decisions are that of a Black female pathology, where she has taken away his power as a Black man by giving him a life that requires submission. he attempts to claim himself in a way that negates her care and persistence in keeping him alive. Spillers talks about the lack of claim that Black mothers have of their children, being that Black women specifically have no locus of control. a Black woman, according to Spillers, cannot lay claim to anything, not even her own life. Claudine seems to have come to terms with that in some ways, begging Charles to see that
she only does what she can do in the hopes they may be able to do better. Claudine knows that she has lost her children, even as she works tirelessly to take care of them. the camera angling of this scene, with Charles standing over Claudine, yelling down at her, is the dynamic Spillers assesses when talking about the Black family. there is no lineage, only Black mothers who try themselves into exhaustion, and Black children who are doomed to some fate they can't choose.
Charles' helplessness manifests itself in him policing his own mother, not unlike the state powers she performs for every day.
this scene is rich with dialogue about what it means for Claudine to be a Black mother in the 70s. the man she believed to be her son is refusing her care and commitment to keeping him alive; more than that, he is antagonizing her for those very decisions. Claudine recognizes and tells us exactly her predicament -though she wholly knows the inevitability of her failure to protect her children, it is literally all she can do to try. lift and lower the veil of secrecy and preservation; taking control from the powers that be, unbeknownst to them. not only do these women exhibit a radical subversion, but they also pass down the knowledge to their children so that they too may be able to preserve themselves as state surveillance infiltrates their lives.
